This prospective study was designed to identify psychological factors that predict career success in professional adult soccer. Post hoc, two groups were distinguished: (1) Male soccer players who successfully progressed into professional adult soccer (n = 18) and (2) Male soccer players who did not reach this level (n = 47). Differences between the two groups were examined on the basis of data gathered in the initial phase of their careers, 15 years earlier. The psychological factors that predicted career success while statistically controlling for initial performance level and demographic variables were goal commitment, engagement in problem-focused coping behaviors, and social support seeking. On the basis of their scores on the significant predictor and control variables, 84.6% of the adolescent youth players were classified correctly as successful or unsuccessful.
In the sports sciences, prospective studies on career success, indicating the ultimate performance outcome, are completely lacking. Psychological factors (in addition to factors such as motor skills and biometric qualities) are recognized as critical for the acquisition of sport expertise (e.g., Abbott & Collins, 2002; Baker & Horton, 2004; Bloom, 1985; Côté, Baker, & Abernethy, 2003; Durand-Bush & Salmela, 2002; Vaeyens, Lenoir, Williams, & Philippaerts, 2008; Van Yperen, 1992) , but the importance of these factors has not been demonstrated in studies using a prospective design. Hence, the current study was designed to identify psychological factors that predict career success in soccer, the largest sport worldwide (Szymanski & Zimbalist, 2005) . Predictor variables were measured in the initial phase of the career of a unique group of highly skilled adolescent youth players from a soccer academy of high international repute, and career success was assessed 15 years later. Success was defined as actually playing for a premier league soccer team in a European competition for at least ten years in the 15-year period following data collection.
The technical staff of the soccer academy selected the soccer players with most potential and provided these individuals with the necessary resources for further development. Engagement in practice activities that have been specially designed to improve performance is called deliberate practice (Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Römer, 1993) . Ericsson et al. (1993) postulated three types of constraints on deliberate practice. First, the motivational constraint refers to the commitment to one's goals that is required to engage in deliberate practice. Second, deliberate practice and successfully progressing into professional adult soccer require physical and mental effort (such as effective coping with stressful situations). Effortful activity can be sustained only for a limited time each day during extended periods without leading to exhaustion (i.e., the effort constraint). Third, the resource constraint refers to the resources that deliberate practice requires, such as access to coaches and training facilities, and social support. The purpose of the present research was to examine the importance of these three types of constraints for career success in professional adult soccer when statistically controlling for relevant variables. The control variables include number of siblings, ethnic origin, parental divorce (see method section for the rationale), and players' initial performance levels, that is, coaches' appraisals of players' performance levels at data collection. This latter variable represents possible initial differences in terms of, among other things, innate talent and time and effort already spent on soccer and additional activities. Controlling for innate talent seems contradictory to Ericsson's theoretical framework, but the possible effect of innate talent remains highly debated (e.g., Howe, Davidson, & Sloboda, 1998) .
The Motivational Constraint
The major finding emanating from goal-setting research is that a difficult goal, such as the goal to make it into professional adult soccer, leads to higher levels of performance than do easy or vague goals. To reach difficult goals, a high level of goal commitment is required, that is, the individual's determination to reach the goals (Locke & Latham, 1990) , which motivates the individual to engage in (further) deliberate practice. For example, Baker and Côté (2003) argued that commitment may be the most important attribute for the acquisition of expertise in sport because only individuals who are highly committed to their goals are willing to perform the thousands of hours of deliberate practice required to develop into an elite performer. Indeed, interviews with adolescent youth players and their coaches suggest that dedication, willingness to make sacrifices, and strong motives were associated with success in soccer (Holt & Dunn, 2004) . Using a retrospective cross-sectional design, Ward, Hodges, Starkes, and Williams (2007) showed that relative to subelite soccer players, elite players aged between 9 and 18 years of age reported higher levels of motivation to reach their goals. Accordingly, in the current study, it was expected that, relative to their counterparts who did not make it in this specific domain, the adolescent youth players who successfully progressed into professional adult soccer scored higher on goal commitment, that is, the degree to which they were determined in achieving their desired goals.
The Effort Constraint
The pursuit of excellence may be a strenuous activity that draws on limited physical and mental resources. Successful individuals need the ability to recover to sustain a high level of deliberate practice for long periods of time without succumbing to exhaustion, that is, feelings of being drained or used-up (Schraw & Ericsson, 2005) . Exhaustion is associated with a lower ability to solve difficult, novel, or complex tasks, to overcome habitual responses, and to detect and correct errors, all of which negatively affect performance improvement (e.g., Boksem, Meijman, & Lorist, 2006) . The ultimately successful players may have had a better ability to recover from training activity, so that they were less vulnerable to exhaustion and its deleterious consequences for performance.
Although the effort constraint in the original deliberate practice theory (Ericsson et al., 1993) largely focused on physical effort, subsequent research demonstrated that effort also included mental effort (Starkes, Deakin, Allard, Hodges, & Hayes, 1996) . Exerting mental effort may be particularly important in stressful circumstances, either during deliberate practice or competition. Coping refers to the thoughts and behaviors people use to manage the internal and external demands of situations that are appraised as stressful (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) . Two fundamentally different types of coping have been distinguished. Problem-focused coping is proactively doing something about the stressful situation; emotion-focused coping is defined as the cognitive regulation of stressful emotions. In general, it is appropriate to rely more on problem-focused coping in situations in which there is a potential for changing the outcome, whereas it is appropriate to rely more on emotion-focused coping in situation where there is little that can be done to change the outcome (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004) . Prior research has indicated that individuals use both problem-and emotion-focused coping in almost all stressful episodes (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Taylor & Stanton, 2007) . For example, Nicholls, Holt, Polman, and Bloomfield (2006) demonstrated that professional rugby players used a variety of coping strategies to manage the stressors they experienced. Hence, it was predicted that relative to unsuccessful soccer players, successful soccer players may have been more likely to engage in coping behaviors in stressful circumstances they inevitably encountered during their soccer careers (and their lives in general).
The Resource Constraint
The resource constraint has typically been measured as a social constraint (Côté, Ericsson, & Law, 2005) , and includes resources such as access to coaches and school and homework support. In the current sample, these resources and other training facilities were provided by the soccer academy, and, accordingly, did not differentiate between the players. The focus in this research, therefore, was on one of the most important social resources in sport, that is, social support (Côté, 1999; Morgan & Giacobbi, 2006; Van Yperen, 1998) . Social support is defined as the perception or experience that one is loved and cared for by others, esteemed and valued, and part of a social network of mutual assistance and obligations (Taylor, 2007) . Social support is typically associated with better sport perfor-mance (e.g., Rees, Hardy, & Freeman, 2007; Ward et al., 2007) . Hence, the tendency to seek social support, particularly when confronted with problems or drawbacks (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Van Yperen, 1998) , is likely to be associated with career success.
All together, it was hypothesized that relative to their counterparts who did not make it into professional adult soccer, the adolescent youth players who ultimately successfully progressed into professional adult soccer reported in the initial phase of their careers a higher level of goal commitment (Hypothesis 1), a lower level of exhaustion (Hypothesis 2a), higher engagement in coping behaviors (Hypothesis 2b), and a stronger tendency to seek social support (Hypothesis 3).
Method Sample and Descriptive Data
In the soccer academy, there is only one team in each age group. At the end of each season, a selection takes place of players who can stay for at least one more year and those who have to leave and are replaced by new players who are sought out by scouts. The present sample consisted of all 65 male pupils from the age of 14 (M = 16.58, SD = 1.40) representing four teams (14-15 year, 15-16 year, 16-17 year, and > 17 year). The academy offered a highly structured and full program with emphasis on soccer training and school work, so that all participants may have spent more or less equal amounts of time training.
In line with the mission of the soccer academy, the primary goals of the youth players were: (1) Playing for a club in the Dutch premier league, (2) Playing for a team in a European premier league, and (3) Playing for a professional premier league club (see measures, "goal importance"). Hence, players were assumed to be successful if they met at least one of these goals. Specifically, participants were designated to the successful group if they had had (or still had) a contract with, and actually had played (or still played), for a premier league soccer team in a European competition for at least ten years in the 15-year period following data collection. A total of 18 participants met this criterion. Actually, each of these 18 players played hundreds of times for one or more premier league soccer clubs.
No differences between the successful and unsuccessful groups were observed with regard to age at the time of data collection (M = 16.58, SD = 1.40, F(1,63) = 1.18, p = .28). At that time, most were still in high school (95.4%), and three players (4.6%) were in college. Differences between the groups were observed with regard to number of siblings, ethnic origin, and parental divorce. As shown in Table 1 , relative to the unsuccessful group, successful participants had more siblings, were more often of non-White (or non-Dutch) ethnic origin (66.7% vs. 25.5%,  2 (1, N = 65) = 9.46, p = .002), and more often had divorced parents (27.8% vs. 8.5%,  2 (1, N = 65) = 4.05, p = .04). Hence, number of siblings, ethnic origin, and parental divorce were statistically controlled for in subsequent analyses.
Measures
Initial Performance Level. The coaches of the four teams were asked to assess the performance level of all the players on their team. The measure, which was developed by the technical staff of the soccer academy, consisted of 14 dimensions. Items tapped the participants' capacities in regard to technique, physical condition, and several specific soccer abilities (Van Yperen, 1995) . The five response options ranged from 1 (insufficient) to 5 (very good). To standardize the mean and the variance of the appraisals of the various coaches, the raw scores were transformed into z scores. The mean scale scores were then calculated. Coefficient alpha was .83.
Goal Importance and Goal Commitment. To examine whether perceived goal importance may account for possible differences in goal commitment, the participants were first asked to indicate how important each goal was to them (1 = not important to me to 6 = most important to me): (1) Playing for a club in the Dutch premier league, (2) Playing for a club in a European premier league, and (3) Playing for a professional premier league club. Cronbach's alpha was .77. Note that the participants were designated to the successful or the unsuccessful group based on whether they had secured contracts and played for professional premier league teams in a European competition for a minimum of ten years. Thus, successful participants had reached at least one of these (highly correlated) goals. Next, goal commitment was measured using the reduced and improved version of the scale originally developed by Hollenbeck, O'Leary, Klein, and Wright (1989; Klein, Wesson, Hollenbeck, Wright, & Deshon, 2001 ). Sample items are, "I am strongly committed to pursuing my goals," and "Quite frankly, I don't care if I achieve my goals or not" (reversed item). Response categories ranged from (1) totally disagree to (5) totally agree. Cronbach's alpha for the five-item scale was .78.
Exhaustion was measured using a seven-item measure developed by Van Yperen (1997). The general stem was, "Did it occur last year?" Sample items are, "You felt tired more than usual," and "You were fed up with anything having to do with soccer". Five response categories were provided, ranging from (1) never to (5) always. Cronbach's alpha was .80.
Potential Stressors and Coping. To examine whether the perceived occurrence of stressors may account for possible differences in coping, the participants were first asked to indicate the extent to which a host of potential stressors had occurred in the previous year. The potential general stressors (25 items) represented different content areas, such as arguments with close others (relatives, friends), illnesses (self, others), school hassles, and financial problems. The soccer-specific stressors (25 items) included the pressure to perform, injuries, and arguments and problems with others (coaches, teammates, managers). Response categories ranged from (1) did not occur, or does not apply, to (5) occurred very often. Cronbach's alphas were .86 and .84, respectively.
The participants then read the following:
The preceding parts dealt with problems and drawbacks every soccer player may encounter every now and then, such as arguments with others, problems at school or at work, an injury, or a poor performance. What do you do when you encounter such a problem or drawback?
Next, they responded to an abridged version of The Ways of Coping Questionnaire, a widely used self-report measure retaining a range of cognitive and behavioral strategies people use to manage stressors (e.g., Folkman & Lazarus, 1985) . Specifically, the participants were asked how they tend to cope with the above mentioned general and sport-specific stressors. They replied to the coping items that represented the two main categories of coping behavior (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) : (1) problem-focused coping (e.g., "I'm making a plan of action and following it"; five items, Cronbach's alpha was .81); (2) emotion-focused coping (e.g., "I try to forget the whole thing by focusing on other things"; five items, Cronbach's alpha was .72). The response categories ranged from (1) never to (5) always.
Seeking Social Support. This measure, developed by Folkman and Lazarus (e.g., Folkman & Lazarus, 1985) , asks respondents to indicate their tendency to seek social support when encountering problems and drawbacks as listed above. Sample items are: "I seek the company of friends to have fun," and "Talk to some-one to find out more about the situation". Response options ranged from (1) never to (5) always. Cronbach's alpha was .77.
Results
It was first examined whether the participants who successfully progressed into professional adult soccer had higher initial levels of performance than their counterparts who did not reach the premier leagues in professional adult soccer. An ANCOVA controlling for number of siblings, ethnic origin, and parental divorce revealed that the ultimately successful participants were rated by their coaches as having a higher performance level relative to their unsuccessful counterparts (see Table 1 ). Hence, initial performance level was added as covariate in the subsequent analyses.
Hypotheses Testing
Hypothesis 1 was that the adolescent youth players who successfully progressed into professional adult soccer reported higher levels of goal commitment than their unsuccessful counterparts. First, however, it was examined whether the two groups differed on the perceived importance of the goal of making it into professional adult soccer. An ANCOVA controlling for number of siblings, ethnic origin, parental divorce, and initial performance level yielded no differences, F(5,59) = 1.08, p = .30 (M total = 4.57, SD = 1.04). Next, the same analysis was executed again with goal commitment as the dependent variable. Empirical support was obtained for Hypothesis 1: relative to the unsuccessful participants, the ultimately successful participants reported higher goal commitment at the time they were enrolled at the school (see Table 1 ). The effect size (partial  2 ) of .14 indicates that this effect should be interpreted as large (Cohen, 1988, pp. 283-288) .
To exclude the possibility that different numbers of practice hours may account for possible differences in exhaustion, analyses were conducted to test whether, relative to their unsuccessful counterparts, the successful participants differed in the self-reported, average number of hours per week spent on soccer during the season. As expected, owing to their uniform program, the ANCOVA revealed no differences between the groups in this regard (M total = 11.94 per week, SD = 4.40, F(5,59) = .23, p = .63). Furthermore, the participants were asked whether they undertook training at their own initiative (alone or with others) on a regular basis during the season, and whether they trained at their own initiative (alone or with others) during the off-season (1 = totally disagree to 5 = totally agree). No differences were found between the groups (M total = 3.37, SD = .82, F(5,59) = .41, p = .53, and M total = 3.75, SD = .95, F(5,59) = 2.06, p = .16, respectively). This may suggest that no differences in number of practice hours existed.
Unexpectedly, however, no empirical support was found for Hypothesis 2a. The ANCOVA controlling for number of siblings, ethnic origin, parental divorce, and initial performance level yielded no differences between the groups in exhaustion, F(5,59) = .08, p = .76 (M total = 1.87, SD = .53).
Before Hypothesis 2b was tested, possible differences in the perceived occurrence of stressors were examined. The ANCOVA yielded no differences with regard to soccer-specific stressors, F(5,59) = 1.39, p = .24 (M total = 1.66, SD = .37) and general stressors, F(5,59) = 2.14, p = .15 (M total = 1.65, SD = .37). In contrast, relative to the unsuccessful participants, the successful participants were more likely to use problem-focused coping strategies (see Table 1 ), but no differences were found with regard to emotion-focused coping, F(5,59) = .71, p = .40 (M total = 2.73, SD = .83), which partially supports Hypothesis 2b. The effect size (partial  2 ) of .07 (see Table 1 ) indicates that the link between problem-focused coping and career success should be interpreted as moderate to large, and, accordingly, meaningfully different (Cohen, 1988, pp. 283-288) .
As shown in Table 1 , an ANCOVA controlling for number of siblings, ethnic origin, parental divorce, and initial performance level provided empirical support for Hypothesis 3: the successful participants were more likely to seek social support than their unsuccessful counterparts.
Finally, and most importantly, a discriminant analysis was conducted to examine how many individuals could be classified correctly on the basis of their scores on the significant predictor and control variables. In this analysis, the set of significant predictors (see Table 1 ) was used to generate the linear discriminant function that best distinguished between the successful group and unsuccessful group. This function was highly significant,  2 (7, N = 65) = 34.27, p < .001. Most interestingly, 84.6% of the participants (55 out of 65) were correctly classified as ultimately successful or unsuccessful (see Table 2 ).
To address the question how many participants could be classified on the basis of the significant psychological factors alone (i.e., goal commitment, problem-focused coping, and seeking social support; see Table 1 ), a second discriminant analysis was conducted. Again, the linear discriminant function was significant,  2 (3, N = 65) = 11.55, p < .01. Also on the basis of the significant psychological factors alone, a great majority (72.3%) of the participants (47 out of 65) were correctly classified as ultimately successful or unsuccessful (see Table 3 ).
Discussion
In this prospective study on career success in professional adult soccer, an impressive 84.6% of the adolescent youth players were correctly classified as successful or unsuccessful on the basis of their scores on the significant predictor and control variables. When statistically controlling for initial performance level (which reflects, among other things, possible differences in innate talent and time and effort already spent on soccer and related activities) and other control variables, the findings suggest that psychological factors are important for predicting career success in soccer. On the basis of the three significant psychological factors alone (i.e., goal commitment, problem-focused coping, and seeking social support), still a great majority (72.3%) of the participants were correctly classified as ultimately successful or unsuccessful. Ericsson et al. (1993) argued that the pursuit of excellence involves operating within three types of constraints on deliberate practice. With regard to the motivational constraint, the results demonstrate that the goal of making it into professional adult soccer was high and largely invariant in the current sample. However, relative to their unsuccessful counterparts, those who successfully progressed into professional adult soccer felt more psychologically bound to their goals, so that their willingness to put effort into goal attainment, their persistence in pursuing their goals over time, and their reluctance to lower or abandon their goals may have been stronger.
With regard to the effort constraint, no differences in exhaustion were observed between the successful and unsuccessful participants, suggesting that there were no differences between the groups with regard to their abilities to recover from the high physical and mental demands that are inherently associated with pursuing a career in professional soccer. In this regard, it is noteworthy that the soccer academy offered a highly structured and full program with emphasis on soccer training and school work, so that all participants may have spent more or less equal amounts of time training. This highly structured environment, exposing the adolescent youth players to a limited number of practice hours as well as to appropriate medical monitoring, may account for the low overall levels of exhaustion in this sample.
As expected, relative to the unsuccessful participants, the successful participants reported higher engagement in problem-focused coping behavior. And with regard to the resource constraint, they were also more likely to seek social support when encountering problems and drawbacks. This suggests that relative to the unsuccessful participants, the successful participants may have been better able to adapt to the stressful circumstances they inevitably encountered during their soccer careers, possibly by using their coping skills and social resources more frequently and more flexibly. Although a high percentage (84.6%) of participants were correctly classified as successful or unsuccessful, some limitations warrant mention. First, 15 years is a huge time gap, and no process variables were collected in between, so that one can only speculate about how the significant predictor variables may have affected career success. Second, the three psychological constraints on deliberate practice (Ericsson et al., 1993) were the central focus of this research, and these variables alone could correctly classify 72.3% of the participants as ultimately successful or unsuccessful. However, differences between the successful and unsuccessful participants were also observed with regard to initial performance and demographic variables. That is, at data collection, the participants who successfully progressed into professional adult soccer were rated by their coaches as having a higher performance level relative to their unsuccessful counterparts. Particularly in competitive contexts, high value is placed on achievement, success, and excellence so that the individuals who were perceived as high potentials may have received most attention and support which may have facilitated further development (e.g., Solomon, Striegel, Eliot, Heon, & Maas, 1996) .
More remarkable is the finding that, relative to the unsuccessful group, successful participants had more siblings, were more often of non-White (or nonDutch) ethnic origin, and more often had divorced parents. In speculating about these remarkable results, siblings may form a kin group bound by strong ties of trust and support, and may increase social skills which may be helpful to progress in team sports in particular. And being a member of an ethnic minority and having divorced parents may help to develop coping skills and attitudes that are helpful in dealing with all kind of problems or drawbacks. For example, in a Newsweek interview (Meacham, 2008) , Barack Obama, whose parents divorced when he was 2 years old, revealed that my strength actually comes, in my case, from the absence of a father. At some level I had to raise myself. . . . if I think about how I have been able to navigate some pretty tricky situations in my life, it has to do with the fact that I had to learn to trust my own judgment; I had to learn to fight for what I wanted. I actually think that maybe having an absent father meant also that . . . you have to grow up faster . . . that maybe carries over into how you approach the world generally, that you need to take responsibility and make sure that you're able to solve problems and step into the breach because there's nobody other than you who's going to solve them.
For the current study, however, it is most important that the focal predictor variables were associated with career success in soccer when statistically controlling for these demographic variables. But the observed pattern also underlines that becoming successful in one's sport is a complex and delicate process influenced by a variety of additional psychological, physical, social, and organizational factors (e.g., Baker, 2003; Gould, Dieffenbach, & Moffett, 2002; Reilly, Williams, Nevill, & Franks, 2000) .
In closing, the most important contribution of this prospective study is that it shows that psychological factors such as goal commitment, engagement in coping behaviors, and seeking social support differentiate, when statistically controlling for initial performance and demographic characteristics, between adolescent youth soccer players who finally successfully progressed into professional adult soccer and those who did not. Suggestive evidence exists that both goal commitment (Raabe, Frese, & Beehr, 2007) and the tendency to engage in coping behaviors and social support seeking (Taylor & Stanton, 2007) can change with psychosocial intervention, probably as a function of deliberate practice.
